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Abstract   

Purpose: Universities have responded to sexual harassment by putting in place formalized 

reporting processes through which victims can seek redress. Despite these processes, victims 

seldom invoke the grievance handling mechanisms that are enshrined in university sexual 

harassment policies. This study therefore sought to investigate why the vice is grossly under 

reported. Given the asymmetrical relationship between students and faculty as well as the gendered 

position of female students, this study specifically focused on why female undergraduate students 

seldom reported faculty perpetrated sexual harassment.   

Methodology: The study was carried out at a large public university in East Africa, was purely 

qualitative and involved 42 participants who included students, members of faculty and university 

administrators. The data was analyzed thematically   

Findings: These indicated that institutional and social cultural barriers coupled with power 

asymmetries and financial inadequacy play a role in the non-reporting of sexual harassment 

amongst female university students.   

Unique contribution to policy and practice: These findings are beneficial to universities especially 

as they seek to revise their existing sexual harassment policies. University managers ought to 

ensure that complaint handlers are well positioned to fairly handle sexual harassment complaints. 

This may help victims to build trust in the grievance handling mechanisms thus encouraging them 

to report the vice   
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1: INTRODUCTION   

University campuses provide convenient environments for members of faculty and students to 

interact. This in itself provides opportunities for behavioral deviance to occur thus resulting into 

behaviours such as sexual harassment. Despite sexual harassment being wide spread in academia 

(Foster & Fullagar 2018), and universities putting in place anti sexual harassment policies complete 

with grievance handling mechanisms to combat it (Hill & Silva 2005;Kihnely 2000; Thomas 

2004), the vice remains grossly underreported (Cantor, Fisher,Chibnall&Townsend 2015; Lawton 

2006 ). Given their subject position, all university students can potentially be victims of sexual 

harassment, however female students are particularly at risk because of their gendered subordinate 

position (Alayan&Yair, 2009; Fisher, Cullen&Turner, 2000). The sexual harassment of female 

students has therefore been recognized as a cause of great concern (Rozee & Koss 2001, 

Ochowski,Meyer&Gidycz 2009).   

Policy makers appear to have definite views about how victims of sexual harassment should react 

to the vice; by reporting it (Hebert 2007).However the promises made in sexual harassment policies 

have not done enough to encourage victims of the vice to step forward (Hertzog, Wright and Beat, 

2008). Only a few victims invoke the grievance handling mechanisms that are enshrined in 

university anti sexual harassment policies (Clancy & Cortina; 2020;Kihnley 2000) and yet sexual 

harassment in academia cannot be tackled without the cooperation of the victims (Gadin & Stein, 

2019).   

2: LITERATURE REVIEW    

The under and non-reporting of sexual harassment diminishes the ability of anti-sexual harassment 

policies to fight the vice while also giving the impression that the problem is nonexistent 

(Vijayasiri, 2008). The risks of repeated harassment have been noted to be higher when it is not 

reported (Foster&Fullagar 2018). Non reporting has been attributed to faulty grievance handling 

mechanisms that are enshrined in university anti sexual harassment policies (Kihnley 2000). These 

discourage victims from reporting as they are wrought with an inherent conflict whereby the 

university which is obligated to provide a safe learning environment for its students also has an 

interest in the complaints as it tries to protect its image and to insulate itself from legal 

responsibility for the wrongs done by its employees (Marshall, 2005).    

In studies done prior on why victims of sexual harassment may not report, it was established that 

the reasons most frequently given were a threat of retaliation, perceived inaction on the part of 

complaint handlers and the shame suffered by victims of sexual harassment (Pinchevsky, 

Magnuson, Augustyn, Rennison, 2019).Other studies established that some women did not report 

sexual harassment because they considered it to be trivial. However, they were more willing to 

report forms of harassment that they perceived to be severe (Cortina &Wasti, 2005; 

Cochran,Frazier&Olson, 1997). The fear of being blamed also stops victims from reporting their 

experiences (Wendell 1990; Zinzow&Thomson 2011). This has been attributed to cultural factors 

as well as sexual and gender stereotypes which privilege men’s aggressive sexual behavior while 

blaming women for men’s sexual wrongs (Hebert 2007). It has also been suggested that women 
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who experience the reoccurrence of sexual harassment are less likely to report it because the 

incidences lower their self-esteem which in turn diminishes their ability to respond to sexual 

harassment (Bruggen, Runtz &Kadlec, 2006). However, available literature is devoid of studies 

that have examined the barriers to reporting sexual harassment in universities in East Africa. Also 

in contrast to other studies that dealt with women in the public sphere, this study specifically 

focused on undergraduate female students as they are a high risk population given their subject 

position in the university hierarchy and their gender. Universities worldwide are known for their 

asymmetries in power especially between students and faculty (Carter &Jeff 1995).The 

relationship between the two is a dependent with the faculty members holding power over the 

students (Carter &Jeff 1995; Lunenburg 2010).   

The study is significant as an examination of the barriers to reporting may provide universities the 

much needed answers on how to encourage victims of sexual harassment to step forward. As 

Feldman (2000) argues, by paying attention to the reasons for not filing complaints, organizations 

may look at their complaint procedures to determine if they are sufficient enough to encourage 

victims to come forward.   

3 CONTEXT OF THE STUDY   

This section presents an overview of the process and structure through which victims of sexual 

harassment at the time this study was carried out could report sexual harassment. It is intended to 

help the reader better understand the findings of the study.   

At the time of collecting data for this study, the university where this study was carried out had a 

sexual harassment policy that had been formulated in 2006. The university had decentralized the 

handling of sexual harassment complaints to academic units with each unit required to compose a 

unit anti sexual harassment committee in charge of handling complaints that arose within it. The 

committees were by default headed by the heads of academic units. They comprised of a pool of 

ten persons of whom 50% had to be women. When a unit sexual harassment committee failed to 

handle a complaint, they were obligated to pass it on to a higher committee. The timeframe within 

which a complaint could be addressed was put at three months with the exception of certain special 

circumstances.   

4: METHODOLOGY    

This study was purely qualitative. Participants in this study included students, members of faculty 

as well as university administrators. In total, 42 participants took part in the study. Data was 

collected through interviews over a period of 6 months. Participants were asked questions about 

why female students seldom reported sexual harassment. Female students who identified 

themselves as victims and had not reported were asked why they had not reported. Thematic 

analysis was used to identify patterns in the data. The analysis of the data consisted of coding, 

identification of categories, subthemes and the identification of themes.   

5: PRESENTATION OF FINDINGS.    
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Analysis of the data yielded three themes: institutional barriers, social barriers as well as financial 

inadequacy.    

5.1: Institutional Barriers. The findings of this study suggested that some of the barriers to 

reporting sexual harassment were related to the investigative practices that were insensitive to 

victims and the power differentials that are inherent in universities. Institutional barriers 

manifested themselves in the inaction of complaint handlers, bias in the handling of sexual  

harassment complaints and the insistence on clear and convincing evidence. Participants in this 

study noted that that they refrained from reporting sexual harassment because they did not have 

the evidence to back up their claims and the perception that even when one reported, they could be 

met with inaction.. A female student when asked why she had not reported her sexual harassment 

experience noted   

I did not have evidence that he had harassed me but I have also heard that even when you report, 

they do not do anything so why bother?   

The participant above illuminates how a lack of evidence and perceptions that the reporting of 

sexual harassment will be met with indifference encumbers victims from reporting complaints. 

These sentiments were echoed by two female students who alluded to how a lack of clear evidence 

may hamper victims of sexual harassment from reporting. One female student opined;   

I would not report .How do I start to explain? Will they even believe me? The lecturer will probably 

say that he has never seen me in the office. Maybe if I have good test paper marks and then I argue 

that basing on this, I do not have a reason to fail. Even if I have a recording, he can deny because 

he could say that is not my voice. So I would fear to report because the recording may not back me 

up. What if I am reporting to a friend of the harasser who actually might turn tables against me.  

The participant above alluded to various reasons that could stop her from reporting sexual 

harassment. She was fearful that her account of what happened could not be believed by the 

complaint handlers and that the accused person could deny that it ever happened. The participant 

also expressed doubt in the ability of complaint handlers to handle cases fairly. It ought to be noted 

that at the time data for this study was collected, the handling of sexual harassment complaints had 

been decentralized to units with the unit heads chairing the unit sexual harassment committees.  

The participant’s views point to a lack of trust in the grievance handling mechanism. Owing to the 

professional closeness of members of sexual harassment committees and faculty accused of 

perpetrating sexual harassment, it is highly likely that the decentralized handling of sexual 

harassment complaints was ineffective. Another female student noted how a lack of evidence and 

the perceived inaction of complaint handlers acted as stumbling blocks for those who might want 

to seek justice:   

Students know that even when they report, nothing will happen to the harasser. They tell you to 

start with the Head of Department and he asks you for evidence and sometimes this is not easy 

because maybe the lecturer touched you and you have no evidence. The Head of Department tells 

you to go back and ensure that you get evidence. That bureaucracy, students get fed up.    



  

International Journal of Sociology    

ISSN 2710-3773 (online)                                                                   

Vol 4, Issue 1, No.4, pp.63-81, 2020                                                                                                                           

                                                                                                                            www.iprjb.org          

69   

   

The participant illuminates how a lack of clear evidence stops victims from reporting complaints. 

She also points to how victims of sexual harassment may be re-victimised in the name of collecting 

sufficient evidence to back up their claims.The findings also indicated that the threat of retaliation 

from alleged perpetrators potentially prevented victims of sexual harassment from reporting 

complaints. A female student who at the time of collecting data for this study was experiencing 

sexual harassment noted;   

   

   

He (perpetrator) has told me that even if I reported him, no one could believe me. He also told me 

that he could make me fail so when I think about all those things, I am better off not reporting him. 

Besides, I have heard that he does those things to other students and that he has done it over the 

years but nothing is done to him.The participant prior expressed her fear for what the harasser 

could do given that that he had professional responsibility over her. She was clearly afraid of the 

possibility of academic failure and like participants prior, she alluded to the notion that perpetrators 

are seldom punished for their behavior. What she said concurred with another female student who 

noted that it was difficult for victims to report someone who had the power to determine their 

grades and thus students consciously chose not to report faculty who sexually harassed them.    

You see, sometimes the girls want to report but you have to think twice before you do. Sometimes 

this lecturer is teaching you so you do not want them to fail you and you need the marks. But 

students also know that even when you report, little or nothing is done. I am yet to hear of a lecturer 

who lost their job because of sexually harassing students. If you find that your mark is missing on 

the notice board, you have to go to the respective lecturer, how do you then report such a person? 

The threat of retaliation not only emanated from the perpetrator but also from the professional 

network to which the perpetrator belonged. Participants indicated that reporting a faculty member 

for sexual harassment could attract the ire of other members of faculty to academically fail the 

victim. A female student noted thus;   

Sometimes victims are scared, they feel like if they report this person, they are going to face 

consequences. He can fail you and you can also fail any paper because his (perpetrator’s) friends 

can fail you too.   

While another opined   

If I report and other lecturers get to know, some will definitely make me fail their papers because 

they know that you reported a colleague.    

   

What the participants above said about the threat of retaliation was corroborated by faculty 

members who noted that a student who reported a faculty member for sexual harassment could 

most likely suffer negative consequences. One male member of faculty noted;    
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It takes a lot of courage to report. If a student goes to the Head of Department and nothing is done, 

the student's life and studies are now in danger. The problem has not been addressed and the victim 

is supposed to go back to the same class and be taught by the same lecturer that one has issues 

with. If you see a lecturer being punished and it is put on notice boards, the others would fear. 

When results are released, they should be cross checked especially in instances where such cases 

are involved. That follow up is not usually done. At the end of the day when exams are done, he 

marks you and you end up with low marks. It becomes hard for someone to explain. Such students 

have to study extra hard so as to pass. You can imagine, you go through one year of harassment, 

you get a retake (below pass mark) and you are sent back to the harasser. If you report me for 

sexual harassment, if you are not good enough, you will still fail the paper. The students are always 

on the losing side.    

   

A female faculty member also noted how the threat of retaliation prevented students from reporting 

faculty for sexual harassment as thus;   

Of course they (victims) are worried about their future, they are afraid of what the lecturer can do. 

Most of the time, perpetrators deny so the girls end up sitting back.   

What the two members of faculty above say lends credence to what the female students said about 

the threat of retaliation. Retaliatory behavior is largely tied to the asymmetrical and dependent 

relationship between students and faculty and is thus closely tied to where power lies in academia. 

Members of faculty by virtue of the positions they hold have enormous power over students. This 

power can be abused by harassers to punish students who report them for sexual harassment. The 

threat of retaliation explains why female students may be more willing to file complaints after they 

have finished their courses. Indeed, the findings indicated so as shared by two female faculty 

members who held administrative positions in their academic units. One of them opined;   You see 

the students do not want to talk, people who talk do that after they have gone through it. There was 

a student who finished her course and then she came and told me, "Why don't you call up that Dr. 

(name withheld)? " I asked why? The student said, that man when he supervised us on school 

practice, he was demanding for sex. I asked the student, "why didn't you say so when you were 

still a student?” She said no way.    

While another noted;   

You see most of these things, we hear from students themselves. The students say they will not 

bring up these issues and if they must bring out these issues, it is when they have completed their 

courses. There are some who have come here crying and they say it is ABC and I say why didn't 

you report when it happened? And they say that you cannot report when you are in second year 

and the same lecturer is going to teach you in third year so they prefer not to report.    

The willingness of students to report sexual harassment after the completion of their studies further 

confirms the threat of retaliation. When students complete their studies, they are no longer bound 

by the threat of retaliation and are therefore more willing to talk. Owing to the asymmetries in 
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power between faculty and students, chances of retaliation are high for a student who reports a 

case of sexual harassment against a member of faculty where a professional relationship exists. 

The decision not to report sexual harassment may be a practical and carefully calculated decision 

on the part of the students. The findings further suggested that the inaction of complaint handlers 

coupled with the red tape surrounding the handling of sexual harassment complaints prevented 

victims from coming forward One female student responding to why victims did not report sexual 

harassment noted;    

The policy exists but you have to move from one office to another, by the time you reach the last 

one, you are exhausted. Even the people in these offices frustrate us a lot. To make it difficult, you 

find that the perpetrator is a friend to the person that you are reporting to, in that scenario, what do 

you do?  They keep referring you to come again and again until you are frustrated and cannot do 

it anymore.    

The participant above illuminates how the bureaucracy surrounding the handling of sexual 

harassment may discourage victims from reporting complaints. The participant calls into doubt the  

ability of complaint handlers to handle complaints fairly. At the time of collecting data for this 

study, the handling of sexual harassment complaints had been decentralized to the various heads 

of academic units. Complaint handlers were themselves members of faculty and were therefore 

socially and professionally closer to other members of faculty some of whom could have been 

accused of perpetrating sexual harassment. Given this background, they may not have been able to 

neutrally handle complaints.   

Another participant noted that since there were no past successes in dealing with the vice, victims 

were reluctant to come forward knowing that no action could be taken against the perpetrators The 

challenge is that no one has been brought to book successfully. So they feel that the harassers will 

go scoot free and the harassers also tell them; "What will they do to me, you are not my first 

victim?" It is important to remember that in the African society, issues of sexuality are hardly 

talked about.    

The perceived inaction on the part of complaint handlers may have led to a loss of trust in the 

grievance handling mechanism. However the participant also alludes to how the veiled nature of 

sexuality may prevent victims from coming forward. Victims may thus not report sexual 

harassment because of the belief that matters of sexuality should be kept private.The findings also 

indicated that there had been a poor dissemination of the grievance handling mechanism. Despite 

the university having a well set up structure within which complaints could be handled, some 

participants noted that they did not know where to report sexual harassment. A female student who 

had experienced sexual harassment from a male member of faculty explained that she did not report 

the harassment partly because she did not know where to report it;   

First, I did not know where to report a case like that but also he was my lecturer and maybe he was 

going to teach me the following semester and had also not released my marks, how do you report 

someone like that?    
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The participant above was barely informed about the reporting structure and like participants prior, 

she too lays claim to how the power of perpetrators can encumber victims from stepping forward.   

Another female student opined;   

I do not know where I am supposed to report. I do not know what I can do and I do not know if I 

am safe. My fellow students will look down upon me.    

The participant raises pertinent issues that may hamper victims of sexual harassment from 

reporting their experiences. She did not know where to report the harassment but also made 

reference to the shame that victims of sexual abuse face. This too can stop victims from coming 

forward. What the students said was corroborated by a female member of faculty who noted that; 

Students are not informed because even in my case, I only got to know of the policy through a 

gender activist in my unit who raised these issues. Now just imagine a department without someone 

who is interested in gender issues. I am informed because I teach a course in workers education 

and there is a section on harassment at work, so I know that people should not be harassed at work 

and that helps my knowledge. But I want to tell you that the students are not informed, students 

seldom turn up for orientation trainings so it then takes a teacher with an interest there to let the 

students know about what sexual harassment is.    

What the participant says points to a poor dissemination of the grievance handling mechanism. The 

implication of this is that victims may not report complaints because they do not know where to 

report them. The findings also suggested that victims who get a benefit in return for being sexually 

harassed may be reluctant to report the vice. It was particularly noted that academic benefits 

accrued from quid pro quo harassment may stifle reporting: Participants in this study attested to 

this as they noted that victims who were sexually harassed and in turn given a better grade by their 

instructors seldom reported the harassment. When asked why victims were reluctant to step 

forward, one female student noted;    

Some lecturers give students marks in exchange for sleeping with them, I do not think that such a 

student will report, they just keep quite. I hear about those complaints from my classmates. They 

say so and so never hands in course work in time, never attends lectures but she has very good 

grades and you wonder how they got them but of course you cannot do anything. What the 

participant above said was corroborated by an administrator at an academic unit who noted that 

when there has been an exchange between the perpetrator and the victim, the incident might not 

be viewed as sexual harassment and will most likely not be reported. She noted;   

You hear the students complaining that so and so got marks because of ABCD. I have even heard 

a suspicion, it is not sexual harassment when they consent. You know it's a transaction and 

somebody got their first class. I have heard but you know some of them, you know you meet the 

students later and then you cannot call it sexual harassment because it was consent. The cases we 

get to know are because the student has not agreed, that is when we come to hear of it as 

harassment. When they have agreed, you hear the stories later.    
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The administrator above points to the complexities around reporting sexual harassment. Despite 

what the university’s anti sexual harassment policy says about quid pro quo harassment, it might 

be hard to root out if victims comply with the demands of the perpetrators and receive better grades 

in return. These findings are a pointer to how the power differentials that are inherent in academia 

stifle the reporting of sexual harassment.  It is not enough to criminalize quid pro quo harassment 

as it is not a guarantee that all of its victims will come out.   

5.2: Socio Cultural Barriers The findings indicated that some of the barriers to the reporting of 

sexual harassment are related to the social and cultural norms that are attached to sexuality. The 

traditions and beliefs about male and female sexuality can potentially stop victims from reporting 

complaints as they are afraid of the victimhood label. Participants in this study noted that the fear, 

shame and blame that might come with being identified as a victim of sexual harassment impeded 

students from reporting their experiences. One female student noted that it was better not to report 

sexual harassment because reporting could damage one’s marriage prospects and that the victim 

could be abandoned by friends. The participant noted;   

The victim gets ashamed and can lose confidence amongst her friends. It brings a bad image to 

ones’ self because they see you in a different way. Even when you have someone who wants to 

marry you, they would change their mind.    

Another female student noted that the mark of being a victim of sexual harassment could damage 

one’s reputation. She opined thus;    

Some of the girls who experience sexual harassment blame themselves for what has happened.  

They think, I have gone to a lecturer’s office and he has done this to me but I want to keep my 

reputation so I should keep quite.    

Another female student shared a vivid experience in which she had been actively involved. She 

opined;   

We thought about reporting but she told me that now that the lecturer was no longer disturbing her, 

she did not have to report the case. At our own level, that is the best thing that we could do, it was 

a way of protecting herself. Actually she was in total fear. She did not want other students to know 

about this. That is the major issue on ground, most people fear to be known that so and so has 

issues with a lecturer.    

The fear of the victimhood label may be related to the stigma that is associated with being a victim 

of sexual abuse as implied by a university administrator who participated in this study. When asked 

why so few victims stepped forward, he noted;   

It is a stigmatizing kind of thing. Studies show that people who have been raped or defiled have a 

higher tendency of that happening to them again. This is because sexual matters tend to be very 

private for many people and so people do not want to be associated with something so shameful. 

It touches the core of the person, people do not want to be exposed.    
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A female member of faculty noted the difficulties that victims may face recounting their sexual 

harassment experiences;    

It is hard because the girls do not want to talk. Evidence is a big issue and they want the girls to 

recount their experiences, even people start talking. It is a shameful act where people will whisper. 

The participant above makes reference to the discomfort that victims of sexual harassment may 

face in recounting their experiences. Victims may be afraid of being evaluated negatively 

especially by their peers and thus prefer not to report sexual harassment.   

5.3: Financial Inadequacies The findings indicated that victims may not reports sexual 

harassment because they perceive themselves to be in a weaker financial position than the 

perpetrators. A female student alluded to the difficulty of reporting a faculty member when she 

could not even afford legal fees. She commented thus;   

It is scary. You know, you are some poor student and you are going to report this rich guy, a 

lecturer. You think where will I get the money for a lawyer and will not the university throw me 

out?   

It was also noted that perpetrators bribed victims to the point where victims decided not to report 

the harassment. Asked why victims of sexual harassment seldom reported, a female student 

suggested that sometimes the perpetrators bought off the victims. She commented thus;   

There are also some cases where they are bribed, a lecturer finds out that you are going to report 

him, he bribes you, he can tell you I can do everything for you. I have heard about that case in my 

college. She had all the evidence but he bribed her with money and this girl kept quiet.    

Owing to what the participants above say, it is likely that victims may not report sexual harassment 

because of their weak financial position and the perception that the perpetrators are financially 

better placed than they are.    

   

 6: DISCUSSION OF FINDINGS   

The findings of this study suggest that female students who try to pursue justice are faced by 

multifaceted institutional barriers both from the people who should help them to get justice and 

from the grievance handling mechanism through which sexual harassment complaints should be 

handled. They are also held back by society’s perceptions regarding gender and sexuality. The 

findings point to the complexities regarding evidentiary standards in the handling of sexual 

harassment complaints. The burden of proof has long been a problem in the handling of sexual 

harassment complaints (Loschiavo&Waller 2015). The bar is sometimes set to high which 

discourages victims from stepping forward (Ibid). It ought to be noted that at the time data for this 

study was collected, the university’s grievance handling mechanism did not have a clear standard 

of proof which could have further complicated the handling of sexual harassment complaints. 

Without a clear evidentiary standard, complaint handlers could have had to second guess how to 

deal with complaints.   
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The findings also suggested that the perceived neutrality of the complaint handlers was low. This 

was largely driven by their inaction which could have led to a loss of trust in the grievance handling 

mechanism. It ought to be noted that each academic unit was mandated to set up its own unit sexual 

harassment committee which was automatically chaired by the head of the unit. This model of 

handling sexual harassment complaints is problematic as it is based on the assumption that the 

power inequalities that are inherent in such environments will not affect how the complaints are 

handled (Kihnley, 2000). It is perhaps these power inequalities between students and faculty that 

may partly explain the inaction of complaint handlers.    

Entrusting faculty to deal with the sexual harassment complaints that may implicate their 

colleagues and members of their professional network is a sure way to deny justice to victims who 

have been abused by those who hold power in universities Feminist scholars have argued that such 

scenarios mask how patriarchy can be embedded in laws and policies (Marshall, 

Dalyot&Galloway, 2014). It is also important to note that the decentralization of handling sexual 

harassment complaints diminishes accountability for how complaints are handled (Kihnley 2000). 

The power differentials between faculty and students may explain why the threat of punishment is 

always alive for students who reject or report the sexual advances of their instructors. The power 

held by members of faculty is coercive as they can retaliate against students who do not do as they 

please (Townsend, 1995). The findings of this study validate this argument.   

These findings also support the notion that victims of sexual harassment may feel that their sexual 

behavior is under scrutiny during the handling of sexual harassment complaints (Feldman 2000). 

This in itself can stop victims of sexual harassment from stepping forward. And as the findings 

suggested, reporting comes with a label of being a victim of sexual abuse which some victims 

might not want to be associated with.   

The fear of the victim label has been attested to by scholars Reese,Lindenberg (1993,1997);Gutek 

and Koss (1993);Koss (1990). This is not new as other studies have suggested that people often 

evaluate victims who report sexual harassment harshly. It has also been argued that women who 

report sexual harassment are considered to be problematic, over reacting and troublemakers 

(Hebert 2007) which might lend credence to the notion that in some circumstances reporting sexual  

harassment may make things worse for the victim. (Hebert 2007, Welsh & Gruber 1999). When a 

victim of sexual violence anticipates disapproval from others, they will most likely ensure that they 

remain invisible which might decrease their chances of reporting harassment (Feiring & Taska 

2005).It is important to deconstruct the shame that is felt by victims of sexual harassment and how 

this may hamper them from reporting sexual harassment. The shame that comes with being a victim 

of sexual violence is socially constructed around narratives regarding gender and sexuality (Weiss, 

2010). Victims of sexual crimes are often constructed as dirty or damaged and thus unfit for 

marriage (Weiss, 2010; Feiring & Taska, 2005). Being a victim of sexual harassment is a threat to 

one’s gendered self and would rather be kept in the closet than to report it and suffer the 

consequences of being labeled a victim. These findings indicate that victims of sexual harassment 

do face triple victimization; first by the perpetrators, secondly by the justice system that lets them 
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down and by the society that blames them for their predicament (Diekmann, Walker, Galinsky & 

Tenbrunsel, 2013).   

The findings of this study give credence to the notion that sexual harassment is a complex problem 

that defies simple solutions, an argument that was put forward by Dougherty (2010). The elusive 

and pervasive nature of quid pro quo harassment go to show how complex it can be and thus the 

need to treat is as such; a complex problem. While anti sexual harassment policies often make it 

clear that submission to quid pro quo harassment does not erase the wrong in it (Baker, 1995); the 

complexity of the problem is that those who submit to it will most likely not report it thus making 

it invisible. When quid pro quo goes unpunished, it has repercussions for women as a group and 

specifically women in academia as it produces ‘negative female learner identities’ where the 

achievements of women in higher education are attributed to sexual favors (Morley, 2011).   

7: LIMITATIONS OF THE STUDY   

The study specifically focused on why female undergraduate students do not or may not report 

faculty perpetrated sexual harassment, these results cannot therefore be generalized to other stake 

holders within the university and in other public spheres such as workplaces.   

8: CONCLUSIONS   

The findings of this study have offered insights into why victims of sexual harassment may not 

take advantage of the opportunities offered by universities to report sexual harassment. University 

grievance handling mechanisms will remain unused unless universities minimize the harms that 

may come with using them. Sexual harassment cannot be tackled without the cooperation of the 

victims and victims will not come forward if measures are not taken to minimize harm to them. 

This points to the importance of paying attention to the personal, social and institutional barriers 

that hamper female students from filing complaints. Any meaningful attempt to encourage female 

students to report sexual harassment ought to minimize the negative consequences that may accrue 

from reporting the vice.   

   

   

   

   

   

9: RECOMMENDATIONS   

Basing on the findings of this study, some recommendations have been made. University 

management ought to put in place training programs that educate the university community about 

where to report harassment and the importance of reporting it.    

Accused perpetrators should not grade victims so as to minimize the possibility of retaliation and 

the sanctions for retaliatory behavior should be severe enough to discourage the practice.It is also 

important to educate the university community about the wrongs of quid pro quo harassment and 
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to put in place measures that ensure that it will be reported, for example by allowing third parties 

to report complaints.University managers ought to ensure that complaint handlers are well 

positioned to fairly handle sexual harassment complaints and that they employ effective 

investigative strategies while doing so. This may help victims to build trust in the grievance 

handling mechanisms thus encouraging them to report the vice.   
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